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Impossible Reconciliations: The Postcolonial Paradoxes of Journeys in Maryse Condé’s
Heremakhonon
Melissa Sande
“Everyone was following a trail. All of these trails did not amount to a path.” – Glissant,
Malemort, 1975
This essay closely reads Maryse Condé’s 1976 novel Heremakhonon to contextualize the
feminist trends initiated in the previous decade, and determine whether they extend into the
1970s. While the experimental forms brought forth in the 1960s by Jean Rhys, Marie Chauvet,
Paule Marshall, and Phyllis Shand Allfrey created what might be thought of as a trail of
alternative literary forms, I contend that this trail did not amount to a path. The 1970s sees a
contrasting trend to the previous decade: forms like the bildungsroman became extremely
prevalent in Caribbean women’s fiction, a trend which has continued into our contemporary
moment with Edwidge Danticat’s Breath, Eyes, Memory, Jamaica Kincaid’s Lucy, or Julia
Alvarez’s How the Garcia Girls Lost Their Accents. Women writers publishing in the 1970s, like
Simone SchwarzBart, Merle Hodge, amongst many others, frequently told comingofage stories
and utilized the bildungsroman form which had been popularized by male Caribbean writers in the
1950s. V.S. Naipaul, George Lamming, Samuel Selvon, C.L.R. James, and others writing on the
eve of independence, had popularized literary forms and models in the 1950s that were largely
part of the western tradition of literature, and English models in particular.1 It can be argued that
women writers whose work followed in the next two decades similarly felt the need to borrow
from established western forms in order to construct their own literary authority.2 With
Heremakhonon, Condé disrupts this trend by women writers of the 1970s. The novel explores
themes that have been universal in Caribbean writing of the 20th century: the return narrative, the
quest for identity, the search for one’s familial past, and the exploration of African roots and their
connection to Caribbean identity. However, Condé, joining the ranks of Rhys, Chauvet, and even
a shortstory writer like Rosario Ferré, also toys with literary form, defying the newly
popularized trends of 1970s Caribbean women’s writing, and chooses to turn her protagonist
Veronica’s journey to Africa into a complicated one in which questions of race and class in her
familial past come to intermingle with issues of gender and culture in her present. The novel
demonstrates that the themes of women’s responses to the historically and politically rich decade
of the 1960s not only extend into the next generation, but also extend across all linguistic
territories of the Caribbean. Condé decenters the comingofage stories prevalent in the 1970s to
bring attention to the continuing racial and gendered struggles of women even in the
“postcolonial.” She offers a glimmer of hope with the ending of her novel, drawing conclusions
about identity and the search for it that transcend geographical boundaries, as well as boundaries
of race and ethnicity.
Veronica Mercier grows up in a black home, knowing that, like most Antilleans, her
family tree does contain some white blood. The family, however, is not privileged in any way.
When Veronica falls in love with a wealthy, young mulatto man, she is sent away, banished from
the family home for fear of public embarrassment related to the class difference between her and
the suitor. Sent to France to “study,” she remains there for almost a decade, never returning home,
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but instead adopting French culture as her own. When Veronica hears criticism of her white
French boyfriend, JeanMichael, for his relationship with her, she no longer feels at home. She is
instead haunted by questions of race that had previously plagued her in childhood.
In Africa, the intersecting of two important relationships in Veronica’s life cause her to
reflect on her journey at the end of the novel as a “tragic mistake.” Veronica begins a romantic
relationship with the Minister of Defense, Ibrahim Sory, who is also the descendent of African
nobility. She also becomes close friends with the director of the school where she teaches, Saliou,
who is a leftist opposition leader. Veronica’s narration in the second half of the novel intentionally
ignores the political problems around her. However, she comes to find out that her lover Ibrahim
is responsible for the arrest (and the assumed death) of one of her students. Veronica is of course
torn on the issue. Later, though, Salious is arrested, and the government soon reports that he
“committed suicide” in his jail cell. Because she is aware that this is a lie, and has become so
entangled in the politics of the nation she is visiting without having wanted to do so, Veronica
quickly leaves Africa to return to France.
Condé: Balancing the Roles of Writer and Critic
Dawn Fulton’s Signs of Dissent: Maryse Condé and Postcolonial Criticism makes several
compelling arguments as to why readers should consider that, as a critic and novelist, Condé has
consistently “reflect[ed] and predict[ed] the critical reception to which her own fictional work
continues to be subject” (1). This point bears repeating here because the form that Heremakhonon
takes is quite unique, mostly because Veronica’s internal thoughts are often indistinguishable
from actual dialogue. As Gayatri Spivak explains in her essay on the novel, readers ought to be
attentive to the novel’s “staging of time” and to the “gaps between thought and speech, between
memory and history, between Guadeloupe and Africa, and between women’s personal sexual
pleasure and the impersonal reproductive body that interrupt the narrative” (85). It is my claim in
this essay that one reason for Condé’s incredibly unusual use of form and temporality in this
novel is to demonstrate the inadequacy of other more popular literary forms to fully convey the
complex experiences of women as they pertained to searches for identity and familial history.
Fulton points to a useful example of Condé’s awareness of her critical reception in one of the
author’s later works, 1989’s Crossing the Mangrove:
“Is this novel really Guadeloupean, Lucien Evariste?”
“It’s written in French. What kind of French? Did you ever think of writing in Creole,
your mother tongue?”
“Have you deconstructed the FrenchFrench language like the gifted Martinican writer
Patrick Chamoiseau?” (189)
Terming this a “scarcely veiled selfreferential portrait,” Fulton goes on to elaborate on the scene,
saying that it both “reflects and predicts the critical reception” of Condé’s own fiction and the
way it continues to be critically received. What Condé hints at in this passage are the very
questions posed about her work: about Guadeloupe as a culturally diverse place, about
representation and authenticity, and about local as well as global reception of her fiction. As
stated succinctly by Fulton in her introduction, this passage, like some many others in the
Condé’s oeuvre, “inscribes a reflection on the critical reception of her fictional oeuvre into her
own novel, marking her literary text with a keen awareness of the political and theoretical
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discussions surrounding the artistic production of Francophone Caribbean writers” (2). Leah
Hewitt has termed this act Condé’s “critical selfconsciousness,” in which the author establishes a
dialogue in her fictional work with the critical attention surrounding it. Other critics, like Vévé
Clark, have termed Heremakhonon an exercise in “diaspora literacy” because of the many
references in the novel to French, Caribbean, African, and American culture. Fulton contends that
Heremakhonon is just the beginning of Condé’s proliferation of “new chronological and
geographical settings” and that her characters “signal a densely woven cosmopolitan sensitivity
that affirms the difficulty of categorizing Condé’s cultural tradition” (2). What Fulton and others
are getting at here is Condé’s consistently selfreferential fiction and her ability to grapple with
critical reception within her own novels. Clark’s contention that the author makes references
outside of the French Caribbean – to African and American literature – serves as the basis to my
claim that with this novel, Condé is making several critical points about literary trends and the
use of form and time. Fulton’s study goes on to broadly grapple with Condé’s reflections on the
limits of postcoloniality, the challenge of the categories of “Caribbean” and “Third World,” as
well as notions of cultural identity. With Heremakhonon’s conclusion, readers see that Condé is
indeed questioning the notion that there can be such a thing as cultural identity at all, as the text
consistently observe a disjuncture between protagonist Veronica’s thoughts and perceptions and
those of the African people surrounding her in the place where she was supposed to find a
connection to a familial past.
While this essay diverges from some of the questions Fulton is concerned with in her
study, I do rely on Fulton’s established argument concerning the reflections and predictions of
literary criticism inherent in Condé’s fiction. It is my contention that Heremakhonon is
intentionally timed by the author to intervene on a growing, postindependence trend by other
women writers who began reviving literary forms learned from the western canon. As Fulton
explores the possibility that Condé’s oeuvre, spanning the mid1970s to the mid1990s, probes
the limits of understandings of postcoloniality and feminism, I would like to propose that she is
also concerned with challenging the way women writers portray their experiences by contrasting
the revisiting of the bildungsroman with her first novel of “cultural indeterminacy, temporal
incoherence, and epistemological differentiation” (3).
Applying Lacan’s Psychoanalytic Theories
Two common contexts for identity formation of the protagonist in Caribbean literature are
the relationship to the biological mother and the relationship to the mother country. Through a
psychoanalytic lens, critics like Julia Kristeva and Luce Irigaray explore the problem of creating
female subjectivity within women’s writing.3 As Emilia Ippolito tells us, the French feminist
critics “argue that preOedipal complexes are difficult to overcome in the realm of the Symbolic
Order – the preconstituted, patriarchal order based on binary oppositions which excludes female
subjectivity a priori” (12).4 Thought of in terms of the postcolonial, Ippolito suggests that it is
possible in the realm of Lacan’s Imaginary to create distance between the daughter and the mother
(a relationship which might also be a metaphor for the connection between a person and their
mother country) or the citizen and the colonizer, to express a female subjectivity through
language.5
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Ippolito points out that a helpful analogy to establish in using Lacan’s theories in the
postcolonial is that of one between the Symbolic Order, “instigated by the Law of the father” and
that of the “colonial and neocolonial cultural orders, characterized by imposition and
estrangement of native elements” (12). Then, we must consider the Real in terms of what is
authentic for the subject, namely the native land/culture. In most cases, access to this, once the
subject has entered the Symbolic Order, is denied. In the case of Veronica, this proves true.
Whether her inability to connect to African society and culture around her during her visit is a
result of her (alienating) western education, or what Dawn Fulton calls the “temporal gap between
the narrator and her setting,” or, more simply, “a narcissistic invocation of nostalgia to avoid
social accountability,” Veronica ultimately fails to make any connection at all to the Real (23).
The space that remains, in terms of Lacanian thought, is the Imaginary, which can be thought of
as the space of the fictional text. According to Ippolito, here the Symbolic is negotiated, treated as
an ongoing process. It is in the realm of the Imaginary, she argues, that female subjectivity can
find expression (12). She demonstrates this through an analysis of several of Jamaica Kincaid’s
adolescent female characters. Using Lacanian thought to think through Condé’s novel, however,
complicates this idea that the Imaginary can simply be a space to create a female subjectivity,
even with its complicated relationship to multicultural contexts and ties to the mother and
motherland. Instead, applying this use of Lacan’s theories to Heremakhonon reveals first Condé’s
skepticism that language (and the literary form of the identity quest) can offer an adequate means
of expression for Veronica, and that the novel is a place where female subjectivity may be created,
without direct influence of the Symbolic.
A primary tenet of Lacan’s psychoanalysis is that the emergence of the self as an
autonomous, independent being as they enter the Symbolic Order is also an inevitable splitting of
that self, even as they attain subjectivity. Lacan conceives of the split as a result of having to use
language. This is an especially useful metaphor for one’s identity formation when we think of the
language having to be used as a nonnative one, imposed through colonialism. Let us consider this
in terms of Veronica’s experiences. Her story might be tersely summarized as an encounter
between the land to which Veronica’s family is native, but is indeed foreign to Veronica herself.
While visiting this unfamiliar place, a series of “misunderstandings and incongruities based on
linguistic, cultural, and historical barriers” occur (Fulton 23).
Veronica’s claim at the beginning of the story is that she has a genuine desire to establish
some connection to her ancestral motherland: “Honestly! You’d think I’m going because it is the
in thing to do. Africa is very much the thing to do lately” and soon after, she exclaims, “Well,
I’m not” (3). As Fulton explains, Veronica moves physically through the place she is visiting, but
“seems mentally to be at a distance from her surroundings” (24). The unique literary form
employed by Condé attests to this. Veronica’s actual dialogue is without quotation marks around
it, making the distinction between internal thought and articulated conversation often difficult to
decipher. Since both are consistently expressed with an air of detachment and lack of concern, this
technique helps to solidify Veronica’s disengagement from her surroundings. Therefore, Veronica
can be read as a split subject. Her absorption in the past, which brings her to visit Africa in the
first place, as she is hoping to find her identity there by connecting to where her familial roots are
planted, separates her from much of her daily experiences. Her failure to learn and understand the
African languages being spoken around her contributes to a sense of alienation and “her inability
to participate concretely in sociopolitical movements” (Fulton 24).
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While Ippolito’s model would have us understand the novel as representative of the
Imaginary realm, expressive of a female subjectivity, that reading would have to somehow make
sense of Condé’s unique lack of distinction between Veronica’s thoughts and dialogue as an
unusual construction of a female subjectivity. Instead, I think we must see the disharmony
between Veronica’s speech and those of everyone around her as “a telling expression of the extent
to which her closely guarded psyche is in fact subject to frequent interruptions from a multiplicity
of conflicting perspectives and worldviews” (Fulton 26). The supposed Imaginary realm where
Ippolito would claim a “new self is ready to be articulated,” is, in Condé’s rendering, not existent
– Veronica is shown to exist within the Symbolic, not in a realm away from it.
Ippolito elaborates further on the usefulness of applying Lacan’s theories to the
postcolonial: “Once cultural identity has been relocated in a new context [into the Imaginary], of
multiplicity rather than imposed unity, and the borders of the self are no longer fixed and
preordered by foreign rules and cultural practices” then the “new self is ready to be articulated”
(13). Heremakhonon problematizes this idea. The form of the novel, in which a lack of quotation
marks makes it difficult to decide what is dialogue and what is Veronica’s internal thought,
demonstrates Veronica’s lack of autonomous subjectivity rather than attesting to it. Readers also
see Veronica struggle throughout the story with translating her own French language into the
Malinke spoken around her, which is mostly a result of her refusal to learn it, despite how
alienating that refusal is. But as Fulton points out, “the impasse between French and Malinke is
ultimately a signpost pointing to the problem of translation from thought to language” (25). In a
conversation with Saliou about the politically corrupt Ibrahim Sory, Veronica says she hopes to
find a link between Sory and “her people.” This somewhat angers Saliou: “Him? Him? It was the
blood of the people that got his family rich.” Veronica then thinks, “Somewhere we are mixing
our references and any dialogue is impossible. For him, the people are an exact, concrete notion.
For me…” (67). While this example demonstrates not only the struggle concerning two languages
 but also one having to do with two opposing worldviews  it is a recurring trouble for
Veronica, who later concludes after a similar altercation with Sory, “I’ve understood there is
nothing we can say that doesn’t end up dividing us” (157).
Fulton reads Veronica’s obsession with her past as somewhat hopeful, in that it “may in
fact represent an insistent effort to forge an autonomous form of expression” (23). Considering
Spivak’s reading of temporality in the novel, Fulton later suggests in her analysis that, read on a
temporal axis, Veronica’s discursive struggle can also be “an effort to reach backwards through
time toward an ‘original’ language that might offer a translated world untainted by the distortions
of overuse and reductive images” (31). But it is clear in the final section of the novel that this is
not the case. A haunting past needs to be reconciled with and put to rest. But Veronica never fully
faces hers, just as she never fully faces the repercussions of her relationship with Sory. Veronica
says, “I’ve cried a lot during my brief stay in this country. Fortunately in seven hours I shall be
far away” (165). The end of Veronica’s narrative demonstrates, besides a sullen tone from
Veronica and the sense that she is retreating to Paris without having found what she came to
Africa for, her inability to act:
I am convinced that if that night the town hadn’t slept, if men, women, and youngsters
had come out of their huts, I would certainly have marched with them. Their
determination would have given me strength. Is that what would have happened? I shall

Journal of South Texas English Studies 6.2 (2016)

24

never know because they remained behind closed doors, lying on their liceinfested straw
beds. (166)
In this  one of the last paragraphs of the novel  a disconnect remains between Veronica and her
surroundings, as she problematically describes the African people as inferior.
What Condé has presented readers with is a narrator who, upon arrival in Africa, was
eager to connect to her cultural heritage. In her final moments in Africa, as evidenced above, she
has still not accomplished this. Veronica is given the new context in which to experience the
“multiplicity rather than imposed unity” that Ippolito claims is necessary for the articulation of a
“new self” but this is not the freeing experience it should be for her (13). In the end, she is “Face
to face with myself. Trapped. Forever. Forever?” (166). Ippolito rightly instructs us earlier in her
introduction that the process of deconstructing a canon creates a void, “within which a ‘new’
cultural identity has to be constituted, a process fraught with difficulties” (2). This is what I see
Condé demonstrating with Heremakhonon. She shows, through the unconventional form and
Veronica’s struggle with language in general, the difficulty of resolving the problem of a split
subject. She also disproves Ippolito’s overly optimistic theory that the postcolonial women’s
novel is a space untouched and unaffected by the Symbolic Realm (colonizer). Instead, we see
Veronica affected and influenced by myriad cultural, social, and political factors, many of which
(such as her western education in Paris) alienate her from a real connection to her familial past in
Africa. As I read this novel as an attempt by Condé to challenge the revitalized trend of western
narrative forms being produced by Caribbean women in the 1970s, we are brought back to
Fulton’s hypothesis that Condé is always challenging, even through her fiction, what the notion of
‘postcolonial’ means. This is one of several impossible reconciliations that the author poses to
readers with Heremakhonon.
In the end, fleeing from Africa and back to France, still unable to acknowledge her failure
to help her friend Saliou and how her relationship with Sory directly affected Saliou’s fate,
Veronica appears to have failed in her two quests for identity. Earlier, she had recognized that her
relationship with JeanMichel had found her trapped in racial prejudice once again. In Africa,
then, she seeks liberation in her relationship with Sory. Though he is black, Sory is from an
aristocratic family, never touched by slavery as Veronica’s family once was. He therefore has
more in common with her previous mulatto or white lovers than he does with Veronica, making
their relationship not much different from her previous ones. Indeed, Sory’s family has
maintained power through their working with whites through colonization. Ironically, Sory’s
government role shows him being an oppressor, sometimes a tyrant. She comes to realize that she
has more in common with her friend Saliou, though she attempts to avoid involvement in political
conflict during her visit.
Another aspect of Veronica’s identity quest involves her sexuality. Her Aunt Paula, a
prostitute, clearly influences Veronica’s feeling that she is a “Marilisse,” from an Antillean story
of a black woman who sleeps with white men. While she takes on a motherly role with her
student Birame III, she ultimately fails in this role as she refuses to admit her lover Sory’s role in
Birame’s awful fate. Veronica’s relationship with Sory is the last straw in her failure to find
herself through sexual liberation. A dictator figure, Sory is the most domineering and controlling
of all of Veronica’s lovers. More and more, she feels herself a Marilisse in her interaction with
him. In the end, she calls her trip to Africa a “tragic mistake” (167). But this conclusion is not
hopeless. Condé does offer hope for future generations of women.
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If nothing else, Veronica has learned several important life lessons from her journey. Her
attempt to racially identify with Sory despite his familial past being untouched by slavery shows
her the importance of her own cultural heritage. She must reconcile with her slave ancestors not
through an idealized image of Africa or an oversimplified relationship with a black man who has
nothing in common with her. She realizes that Africa cannot be treated as a “singular object” if
she is going to find herself and her familial past there. Ultimately, she sees that her attempt to
come to Africa to invent a new identity is not possible so long as she attempts to escape her past,
as well as her racial and sexual identities.
Women Writers of the 1970s
Merle Hodge’s 1970 Crick Crack, Monkey and Simone SchwarzBart’s 1972 The Bridge
of Beyond, both examples of the bildungsroman, set the tone for what would become the common
fictional form produced by women of the Caribbean in this period. Later examples, such as Beka
Lamb in 1982 and Abeng in 1984, demonstrate the prevalence of the trend extending into the next
decade, produced within various parts of the region and its disaporas. Heremakhonon, however, is
not an example of a bildungsroman in the same sense and is therefore a disruption to this trend.
My claim that this novel calls the use of the bildungsroman into question derives from the notion
that a novel, or, more aptly termed a “cultural institution” by Lisa Lowe, that promotes the
“reconciliation of the individual with the social order” or “elicits the reader’s identification with
the bildung narrative of ethical formation” and is a “narrative of the individual’s relinquishing of
particularity and difference through identification with an idealized ‘national’ form of
subjectivity” as a bildungsroman is, interpellates the reader as a participant in the nation and
empire (98).6 In the end, Veronica’s is not an identity quest that concludes with her subscribing
to a dominant order or being absorbed into a social fabric that she does not question. The opening
passage of the novel makes clear that Africa has been represented in problematic ways,
particularly by western(ized) visitors, repeatedly: “Africa is very much the thing to do lately.
Europeans and a good many others are writing volumes on the subject” (3). While there is a
consistent disconnect between Veronica and her surroundings, it is clear that she is careful not to
identify herself with anyone or anything that has produced these misrepresentations before:
“Purpose of visit? No, I’m not a trader. Not a missionary. Not even a tourist. Well, perhaps a
tourist, but one of a new breed, searching out herself, not landscapes” (3).
With the timing of the publication of Heremakhonon, and its utilization of certain aspects
of a bildungsroman (the quest for the narrator’s “identity”), as well as devices and forms in
conflict with the bildungsroman at the same time (use of a narrative form that does not
distinguish between the narrator’s thoughts and dialogue), the text draws readers’ attention to the
problem of revising the western literary techniques of nationbuilding without negating or
invalidating those that effectively disrupt the Caribbean’s movements towards independence and
towards literary forms that are better able to represent its cultural and colonial history. In other
words, the bildungsroman, a form that represents the western liberal bourgeois individual, cannot
also represent the colonial other.7 Instead of a movement away from western forms that
effectively silence the colonized or oncecolonized, we see, after independence, a resurgence of
these forms, revised from the western model in the sense that they attempt to tell the story of the
colonized. They ultimately fail to do so because the form often minimizes or oversimplifies the
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experience of the colonized. One would imagine that the experimental forms of the previous
decade would gain prominence after independence, so as not to forget the long colonial history of
the Caribbean, but this is not the case. While the bildungsroman moved to the margins in
previous decades and was replaced by experimental forms that more aptly gave voice to
Caribbean women, the subaltern class, etc., it gained a new vitality after independence,
demonstrating the relationship between the political moment in which the nationstate was being
built up and the use of literary forms that promoted the cooperation of the individual with that
nationstate and its laws and social norms, which granted them “human rights.” However, the
rights of these persons within the state should not be understood as the “rights of humanity in
general,” as Joseph Slaughter terms it (89). Instead, these rights are granted to “incorporated
citizens,” only those “persons acting in their corporate capacity as state” or, in other words,
members of the bourgeois (89).
By deploying certain aspects of the bildungsroman to emphasize their inadequacies,
Condé demonstrates the form’s limitations, and by extension, the limitations of global modernity
as brought to the Caribbean as well. While I agree with Spivak’s critique that the subaltern voice
is silenced in the novel, a correlation is made in the novel between Veronica’s western education
and bourgeois status and her dismissive attitude toward the African subalterns she encounters,
demonstrating not only one of the “critical contradictions through which Enlightenment modernity
unfolded” but also that an articulation of the subaltern within the western forms being used at this
time involves an essentialist construction and a subsequent dismissal (Pease 180).
Chris Bongie’s Island and Exiles speaks to the larger point here. Bongie argues, through
his exploration of Caribbean and other world literatures, that much contemporary, postcolonial
work exists in an “epistemic complicity” with its colonial past. This relationship is precisely what
Condé critiquing with her first novel, published in a period in the Caribbean in which so many
canonical women writers were diverging from the experimental literary forms observed in the
previous decades and aligning their fictions with the literary forms and devices learned from the
imperial west. With the triumph of the bildungsroman in the period following independence in the
Caribbean, these women authors were making an “incessant return to the sign of [their] own
blindness” and a “parasitic attachment to the alreadytold stories that [they] recite” (26). By
drawing the explicit link she does between colonial education and the inability of Veronica to
move beyond romanticizing Africa or fetishizing slavery, as well as manipulating linear time and
its relationship to memory in the novel, Condé demonstrates the “foundational absence of any
simple resolution to the mazelike condition of a new global modernity” and its effects on literary
production in the Caribbean (25).
Disrupting the Canon
Many of the canonical works of twentieth century fiction by women deploy similar themes
throughout; two of the most frequent and significant being giving voice to women and others
marginalized along racial and class lines and the manipulation of linear temporality to convey
various critiques, such as of despotic governments, class relations, the treatment of women, etc.
This notion of giving voice can be traced back to Jean Rhys’s 1934 Voyage in the Dark, in which
the Creole protagonist’s migratory experiences, sexual traumas and experience in a malecentered
British culture are explored from the woman’s perspective. This theme continues and is even
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more prevalent in the anticolonial or preindependence moment in the region, in which Phyllis
Shand Allfrey’s The Orchid House (1954) is narrated by Lally, a black slave, who contends that
social and political change within the Caribbean was necessary at that time, as further revival of
the colonial past would entail a bleak future. Paule Marshall’s 1959 Brown Girl, Brownstones
gives voice to several black women immigrants, putting the men of the story in the background.
As Mary Helen Washington explains in the Afterword of the novel, “We have seldom seen black
women characters struggling over such questions as suicide, or racial violence as a means to
freedom, or feminism in conflict with racism…and that is because the women who raised these
questions were silenced…” (319). In the next decade, Rhys gives a prominent voice to
Christophine, a black subaltern, who is the confidant of the wealthy landowning main character
in Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). Marie Chauvet continues the theme two year later with the
exposure of the mores of the Haitian aristocracy in the novella trilogy, Love, Anger, Madness, and
the first novella, Love, ends with a woman stabbing and killing the dictator figure in the story.
His body is then swallowed up in the street by a mob of the poor town workers, who then march
onward to celebrate his death.
Rhys’s and Chauvet’s works are most notable within this group for their experimental
novel forms, namely the break with what Benjamin calls the “concept of historical progress of
mankind,” which connotes a beginningmiddleend structure. Lowe defines the novel or the
historical narrative as having the “function of ‘official’ narratives of integration…as ‘cultural
institutions’ of subject formation” and she sites Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice as such an
example, as the novel is “an important artifact and producer of nineteenthcentury English
discourses on middleclass morality and propriety, of women’s domestic role…” (9899). Lowe
goes on to discuss, in what is clearly an invocation of the famous ideas of Benedict Anderson in
Imagined Communities, the rise of print culture in the West giving great importance to the
“AngloAmerican novel” in that it was significant in interpellating “readers as subjects for the
nation, in the gendering of these subjects, and in the racializing of spheres of activity and work”
(98).
In their respective interventions, Rhys and Chauvet both interrupt this structure of the
novel and subsequently critique the novel serving as a “cultural institution that regulates
formations of citizenship and the nation” (98). Rhys, first, explores the bounds of citizenship
with the construction of a character who resides on several peripheries: in both Voyage in the
Dark and Wide Sargasso Sea, the protagonists are both white Creole women who identify more
comfortably with the black race, and have suffered sexual traumas and strained relationships with
white, British men. In the case of Voyage, the protagonist has had an abortion, and therefore is in
contradistinction to the heteronormative model of the Caribbean woman perpetuated by male
writers in this time, which rests on, for one, the notion of being maternal.8 For Belinda
Edmondson, the definition of a Caribbean woman or the Caribbean female subject began with
writers like Nourbese Philip and Jamaica Kincaid and was originally predicated on “the
experience of being black and female in North America” (83). Michelle Rowley’s “Whose Time
Is It? Gender and Humanism in Contemporary Caribbean Feminist Advocacy” goes further in
understanding how we come to definitions of Caribbean femaleness, tracing them back to the time
when Rhys, Chauvet, and Condé would be grappling with them in their work, and makes several
arguments of particular importance here. Early on, Rowley suggests that there is a need to break
from western, liberal humanism, as it is only outside of that discourse that we might understand
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Caribbean womanhood without essentializing it. Secondly, she revisits Fanon’s Black Skin, White
Masks (1967) and Mayotte Capecia’s I Am a Martinican Woman (1948) and maintains that
Fanon’s reading of the autobiography “confines the Capecias of the world to selfunderstanding
through mimicry” and ignores that Capecia’s “sense of belonging in the world is secured only
through mothering” (7). In other words, Rowley concludes that Fanon’s treatment of the “woman
question” in his work through a reading of Capecia’s autobiography is an example of “Caribbean
women’s ontological foreclosure” and a contributor to the way gender became, and often still is,
static in our thinking of the Caribbean. What typically dominates the feminist imaginary is a
black woman who is maternal, heterosexual, and has a certain (albeit limited) amount of agency
(11). However, we do see in works produced before the independence period the presentation of
female characters that disrupt or challenge this notion, namely “black working class” or “female
subaltern[s] on whose behalf claims needed to be made” (Rowley 10).
Chauvet’s break with a sequential plot is related to the represencing of Haiti’s past that
she observes in the historical moment in which the novella trilogy was written (1968, under the
Duvalier regime), as well as the relationship she draws between the Duvalier regime and other
political moments for the nation. However, drawing this link between two historical moments also
allows Chauvet to make the critique of how women were treated under a dictatorship, and with
her unique narrative form – a private journal entry written by the protagonist – the central voice in
the story is that of a woman who is 39, unmarried and rather masculine, also a deviation from the
prevalent understanding of Caribbean womanhood. The final acts of the novella are initiated by
the female protagonist, as Chauvet stages the critique that a woman’s actions in the political realm
can enact change, which, in this story, ends up being a positive change for the masses.
The similarities between Chauvet’s work of the late 1960s and Heremakhonon are
especially telling of the critique Condé makes of the change in the dominant novel form after
independence. J. Michael Dash argues in The Other America that Chauvet and Condé may be the
only female novelists of their time pursuing “the postmodern vein in Caribbean writing” (118).
Dash discusses the “sexual iconoclasm” of Heremakhonon and other early Condé works as part of
her “rejection of any transcendental truth or originary discourse” and while the notion of
transcendental truth is born of the western metaphysical tradition, it is also supported by western
literary forms like the bildungsroman. Condé’s discussion of Chauvet’s novella Folie (Madness)
in her critical work, Les parole des femmes, demonstrates for Dash that she sees the novella
trilogy in terms of “the progressive disintegration of the family – almost an allegory of the
fragmentation of Caribbean society” in which the last novella is the culmination of this
disintegration (118). The use of allegory would play a larger role later in Condé’s career,
particularly with her 1995 novel, Crossing the Mangrove, which is often described as one, but the
fact that she privileges the form so early on in her writing career (1979) speaks to her
understanding of the importance of alternative literary forms in the Caribbean. As McClintock
describes it in Imperial Leather, “All allegories involve a doubling or even multiplying of a
text…” and perhaps most importantly here, “Allegory…lies on the cusp of memory and
forgetting; pointing beyond itself to an originary history that at every moment threatens to
vanish” (280). Though Heremakhonon is by no means an allegory, we see Condé manipulating
literary form early on and this perhaps later culminates in her adaptation of allegory as a better
mode for representing women and the subaltern in her late work.
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The moment of the 1970s sees markedly different trends. While Rhys, Chauvet, and
others had, in the previous decade, been writing what might be described as “the circular
narrative” inherited from agrarian societies of Africa, described by Edmondson as making use of
a “mythbased, nonwestern time,” the 1970s sees a return to a linear plot progression and the use
of the bildungsroman by women writers.9 For the sake of the scope of this essay, I’ll address two
here: Crick Crack, Monkey and The Bridge of Beyond.
Merle Hodge’s story of protagonist Tee’s development from childhood into adolescence
has been described by M. Keith Booker and Dubravka Juraga as “the first major bildungsroman
by a postcolonial woman writer in the Caribbean” (50). True to its literary form, the novel
focuses mostly on Tee’s education in the colonial schools of Trinidad, demonstrating the religious
element of this education as well as the fragmentation of society and individual subjects based on
who espoused European culture and who supported independence for Trinidad. Readers see the
effects of this educational system most clearly in Tee’s inventing of a white alter ego, Helen,
modeled on Tee’s understanding of British girls. Helen is Tee’s “Proper Me” while Tee sees
herself, in retrospect, as a “shadow hovering about in incompleteness” (62). Though the novel
brings gender into a conversation about race and class, where it was previously excluded by male
writers who were focused only on race and class in their work, it adopts a western imperial form.
It does not make a movement toward the formation of a literary form specific to the
representation of Caribbean women. In fact, the work bears a great resemblance to similar
narratives by male writers, like George Lamming (In the Castle of my Skin) or other Trinidadian
writers who, like Hodge, addressed the unique Trinidadian cultural identity, like V.S. Naipaul or
Sam Selvon. While Simon Gikandi argues that the book was “the first major novel by a
Caribbean woman – in the period after independence – in which the writer assumed the
consciousness of her subject and gave it expression,” he fails to grapple with the fact that the
novel takes the form of not only so many of the works by male writers of previous generations,
but that the form is also specifically western and arguably imperial. In the nationalist movement
of postindependence in the Caribbean, which had a strongly masculine orientation, the push for a
feminist aesthetic wasn’t being helped by works that complied with strictly masculine
frameworks (203).10
The Bridge of Beyond was published two years after Crick Crack, Monkey and follows
Telumee Lougandor and the women who informally educate her in her youth in a small village in
Guadeloupe. They all move, throughout the course of Telumee’s adolescence, “beyond” slavery
(which, in theory, has been abolished by this time) and the restrictions placed upon them for
being women. Forming a collective through “women’s work,” the Lougandor women attempt to
go beyond their oppression and servitude through their collective faith in a spirit world. Gikandi
argues that women writers of this period, like SchwarzBart and Hodge, who provide female
perspectives in their work which were previously lacking in a maledominated canon, “not only
recenter [women] in history as custodians of an oral tradition” but that these novels also indicate
“sources of domination that might have been lost or repressed in both the colonial text and
maledominated nationalist discourse” (201). But Gikandi is ignoring several problematic aspects
of this developing canon by women – namely that it models itself in form on that of the
established male literary canon, a canon which has been constructed by deriving all literary
authority from Englishness and Victorianess, or, western ideas about authorship. In the example
of The Bridge of Beyond, the linear structure of the bildungsroman connotes that these women’s
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experiences of oppression under patriarchy begin postslavery and postindependence, which
necessitates the erasure of the colonial history preceding that time, not to mention the treatment of
women in earlier periods.
Erasing the Subaltern: A Critique of Global Modernity
In her essay on Heremakhonon, Spivak, while focused on the staging of time in the novel,
is also interested in the treatment of the subaltern. Spivak calls Veronica’s searching for her
ancestral past in a trip to Africa the “longing for a singular, lost object” and indeed readers see
this on the very first page of the novel, albeit in an ironic way: “You’d think I’m going because it
is the in thing to do. Africa is very much the thing to do lately. Europeans and a good many
others are writing volumes on the subject” (3). Veronica is clearly unaware of the irony, but her
very statement that Africa is the “in thing to do” demonstrates her treatment of the continent as
the singular object and her need to mention Europeans writing on Africa in the opening sentence
demonstrates a sort of fetishization as well. The irony of her complete ignorance of colonialism,
slavery, and Africa’s history is further demonstrated in the next scene, when she is welcomed to
Africa at the airport and told, “Consider yourself home.” Her reaction to this statement is simply:
“With one word, he has wiped out three centuries and a half” (4). We see early on this notion of
dismissing the past. This points to the critique by Condé of imagining history as “naturally
teleological, an organic process of upward growth,” as was being done in other novels of the
period, which is likely the result of a western education for Veronica (McClintock 359). In the
end, this conceptualization of history proves a failure for Veronica in her attempt to locate a
familial past or to feel at home in Africa. When she meets a group of young school children for
the first time, she says, “It’s obvious they don’t read the right books. At his age I was reading
Les Liaisons Dangeureuses” (22). The relationship between her European education in Paris and
her lack of understanding of Africa and inability to view it without grossly generalizing or
fetishizing it as one “lost object” is made early on. Later, we see how the trappings of global
modernity, of her western, bourgeois education, do not allow Veronica to understand her student’s
protests of the despotic government, causing her to dismiss his actions (which silences the
subaltern voice in the story).
Long before his protest, readers can anticipate Veronica’s complete lack of understanding
of Birame III’s outrage. In a discussion about politics and the local government, Veronica
questions him:
Birame III, what are you talking about? Do you know what you’re saying? Don’t you
know that history never bothered about niggers? It’s been proven they weren’t worth the
fuss. They had no part in building the Golden Gate Bridge or the Eiffel Tower. Instead of
praying at Notre Dame or Westminster Abbey, they knelt before a piece of wood, bowed
down to a snake. A snake, can you imagine? (11)
In attempting to understand Veronica’s inability to relate to Birame III’s fighting for the rights
and voice of the African subaltern, it is most helpful to conceptualize of Veronica as what David
Scott would term a “conscript of modernity.” Scott’s now seminal 2004 work, Conscripts of
Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment, makes several arguments that are of great
importance to understanding how Veronica, a woman from the oncecolonized island of
Guadeloupe, fails to relate to Birame III, a subaltern African who wants nothing to do with the
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“revolution” put forth by a repressive government in his country. Scott’s work also illuminates
the critique Condé is making of the relationship between westernized education, history, and
global modernity, and most importantly, how the use of westernized forms like the bildungsroman
can silence colonial history and the colonized voice.
First and foremost, Scott contends, in his close reading of C.L.R. James’s The Black
Jacobins, that decolonization resulted in the repetition, by the previously colonized, of bourgeois
nationalism, the very thing responsible for their colonization in the first place. As Donald Pease
describes it in his recent essay, “The Crisis of Critique in Postcolonial Modernity,” Scott
proposes “a different account of postEnlightenment modernity” (190). He conceives of the
modern as “the set of conditions responsible for the comprehensive reshaping of nonmodern
forms of social life along with the compendious transformation of the epistemological categories
defining it” (Pease 190). Hence, Scott offers the term “conscripts of modernity,” generated by his
reading of Foucault and focus on the conditions of power as they pertain to colonial subjects.
Aptly illustrated by Pease, “the conscript of modernity brings to the fore the conceptual and
ideological conditions out of which willing subjects, as well as the new choices confronting them,
were simultaneously constructed” (191). For Scott, “What is at stake here is not whether the
colonized accommodated or resisted but how colonial power transformed the ground on which
accommodation or resistance was possible in the first place” (119). As a now educated member of
the bourgeois, Veronica must side with the government’s ideas about revolution, about
“humanizing” the Africans. She must view the revolution as world progress. This is part of the
trappings of her understanding of history.
When Birame III, along with twelve students, is brought before a crowded assembly to
repent their protest of the revolution, a revolution brought on by colonial powers, Veronica is told
that Birame III will never surrender, having suffered at the hands of a colonial dictator. Veronica
claims then that he would “be stupid not to [surrender]” and that “We give thanks to our Lord for
having made us different from other niggers. And equal to the white man, our former master.
Amen!” (41). While Veronica fails to understand Birame III’s protests to outright enslavement
under dictator Mwalimwana, those around her do, as one says, “I am afraid for these children.
Mwalimwana is the most savage monster in history…” (42). Birame III and the others will be
sent out to camps in the bush for several months “to tar the roads, dig the wells for their brothers
in the rural communities, and learn to respect their elders again” as punishment for their revolt
(43).
When it is Birame III’s turn to publicly apologize, he shouts, “Never, never. They have
betrayed the revolution. Never, never!” and jumps from the platform to escape (44). Though
Veronica admits her worry for Birame III, she says, “I never took him seriously. I half listened to
his lucubrations…” (45). Soon thereafter, she simply concludes, “Birame III will manage” (46).
Ultimately, she must dismiss his cause because she cannot choose to be part of it. I read Birame
III and his protest as the way Veronica can find the past she is looking for and find a sense of
home within Africa, just as Donald Pease thinks of the chorus of exslaves in Toussaint’s tragedy
as “free from the entrapments of modernity’s structuring dilemmas” (204). Pease contends that
the Haitian Revolution, enacted by people not considered part of modernity, not part of the
existent order, is indeed an “emancipatory event” which has introduced different configurations of
human societies and certainly changed what was thought to be impossible and possible. Veronica,
a character trapped within the structure of global modernity because of her western education,
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does not see the emancipatory event that is Birame III’s revolt. Emily S. Apter succinctly
summarizes this part of the novel when she says that Veronica, “despite being drawn to a
generation of young revolutionaries unwilling to accept the corruption, hypocrisy, and
increasingly brutal police tactics” of the despotic regime in power, persistently denies the
“manifest political repression around her” and this is part and parcel of “her refusal to give up her
Caribbean singularity” (90).
On Literary Form
By revisiting a literary form that marked the period of experimentation and manipulation
of established forms of the 1960s, Condé critiques what Anne McClintock calls the “colonial
fetish for rational time and progress,” imbued by the bildungsroman, demonstrating its
limitations in the representation of the subaltern and the Caribbean woman (278). The novel
loosely adheres to some elements of the form, namely the quest for the protagonist’s personal
identity or place in the world, but does not progress linearly and does not end with Veronica
finding herself. Instead, we see Veronica struggling to fit in with anyone in Africa, a place she
traveled to to locate her familiar past and to connect to it in her present. Veronica loses a
friend/student she once admired and was drawn to because of her inability to understand his
protests to the oppression of colonialism. She is also treated as an object by several men, and by
the end of her story, we’ve traced a journey that she feels to be a failure. Though hope is offered
by Veronica’s lessons learned, Condé refuses a tidy and simple ending to Veronica’s story.
Indeed, Veronica never comes to an understanding of Birame III’s actions, instead she ends up
“sleeping with the enemy – a government minister who monitors her every move and makes her
leftist friends pay the consequences of her impulsive actions” (Apter 90).
Condé seeks with this novel to not only demonstrate the failure of the bildungsroman to
give voice to the colonial others, like the black woman or African subaltern, but also that a
critique of this western form also entails a critique of global modernity as it relates to the
imperial faith that “a singular universal meaning animates the world” (McClintock 281). In other
words, while the bildungsroman works to represent the liberal bourgeois individual’s
reconciliation with their role in society and their role within the nation, this singular and imperial
vision of a person’s quest for identity ignores alternative class standings, and as Condé
demonstrates, also limits an understanding of gender, especially those elements of gender which
do not comply with a heteronormative understanding of it. McClintock contends that the “effort
to give voice to a landscape that is felt to be unspeakable because it inhabits a different history
creates a deep confusion” and is often warded off by “adopting the most extreme of defensive
measures” (281). My contention in the earlier section on the canon was that one of these
defensive measures is the adoption of western forms like the bildungsroman in the 1970s, in what
might be thought of as an attempt by Caribbean writers to assimilate to modernity, to model
nationbuilding in the region on the nationbuilding of Europe. Toying with the form and
temporality of the western bildungsroman at a time when so many other women were utilizing it
and not recognizing its negation of colonial history, Condé’s experimental form expresses what
allegory expressed for Olive Schreiner in her attempts to denounce empire: “the hope of
redeeming history and the will to remember” (McClintock 281). Especially with the loss of her
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relationship with Birame III to her inability to think outside of the circle of modernity, readers
clearly see Condé’s critique of what results from forgetting or ignoring the past.
Impossible Reconciliations
Condé has termed the 1970s a time of “irony and selfdistancing” and this reflection
results, in her writing, in the “rejection of nostalgia in any form, rejection of historical, aesthetic,
exotic or political preconceptions that tend to fetishize the past or slavery and to idealize political
commitment, nature, or the people…” (Lionnet 3). In titling this chapter “impossible
reconciliations,” I am referring to how it is impossible to make Condé’s commitment to not
fetishizing or generalizing a colonial past or slavery jive with the dominant literary form in
women’s Caribbean fiction in the 1970s, which was the bildungsroman. While Condé loosely
follows the temporal format of it with this novel, telling Veronica’s story from the time she
arrives in Africa until she must leave to return to Paris, she also manipulates linear temporality
by moving from Veronica’s speech, which is never in quotations, and the dialogue of everyone
else, always in quotations. What this does, in terms of the linear progression of this story, is
leave “the reader free to interpret [Veronica’s] part as occupying an indeterminate narrative space
between thought and speech” (Spivak 87). The sense of time is then skewed with this technique,
and we cannot be sure that Veronica’s speech is actual speech in the present, reflection after the
fact, or a combination of both.
The paradox of postcoloniality that Condé draws attention to with this first novel is not
only that the dominant literary form used after independence is gained across the Caribbean is one
in which colonial history, the colonial other, and often Caribbean women, are not accurately
represented. If they are represented at all, it is in an essentialist way which then limits alternative
understandings of multiple or plural Caribbean identities. Reader attention is also directed to the
paradox of bringing global modernity and westernized education to the Caribbean. In the case of
Veronica, a native of Guadeloupe who is educated in France, her education serves to alienate her
from Africans that she meets in her travels, despite her thinking that Africa is her home and will
give her insight into the slavery her ancestors lived through. Instead, she is unable to relate to
these people and unable even to relate to some of their protests to a corrupt and oppressive
government, even though, she, too, is not far removed from the experience of colonialism in the
Caribbean.
Perhaps the most important paradox that Condé demonstrates with the injection of this
novel into a historical moment full of novels like the bildungsroman is that postindependence
and postcolonialism have nothing to do with the infamous prefix at all. Looking at the works that
inaugurated the 1970s in the Caribbean, we see a great deal of mimicry of the colonial powers
that be. The period after independence witnesses a reversion back to literary forms and stories
that we saw in the 1950s and earlier, which were briefly abandoned in the 1960s with writers like
Chauvet or Rhys favoring experimental forms and a Caribbean postmodernism not see until then.
While, again, this paradox I am describing relates to form, it also relates more broadly to notions
of post, particularly in postindependence. Condé demonstrates that, as is seen in literary
production of this time, Caribbean women writers have yet to move beyond.
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Notes
1. The notion of independence in the region is complex and varied. Though independence
from colonizing countries varies greatly for each island in the Caribbean, by the 1970s, most of
the Anglophone Caribbean had established independence. Condé, however, is writing from the
French Caribbean. While Guadeloupe did not participate in the independence movements that
began in the 1950s and extended into the 1970s, nor the West Indies Federation (19581962), this
does not disqualify her, especially as a Caribbean critic, from examining and critiquing major
trends that extended across the linguistic or colonial divides in the Caribbean during this time.
2. For further explanation of this trend, see Belinda Edmondson’s book, Making Men,
1999. Edmondson demonstrates how these midcentury male writers from the Caribbean
borrowed from Victorian sensibility to establish their authority as writers.
3. Homi Bhabha similarly draws on these psychoanalytic theories to examine the
postcolonial split subject in The Location of Culture, 1994.
4. See Emilia Ippolito’s Caribbean Women Writers: Identity and Gender, published in
2000, for more on this.
5. See Lacan’s The Language of the Self: The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis.
Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1968.
6. This idea is expanded upon by Edward Said in Culture and Imperialism, Benedict
Anderson in Imagined Communities, Jenny Sharpe in Allegories of Empire, and others.
7. It is my contention here that the bildungsroman does not represent the colonial other.
For more on the inextricable link between the bourgeois individual and narrative form, see Joseph
Slaughter’s 2007 Human Rights, Inc.
8. Though this point also generally applies to other Rhys novels, like After Leaving Mr.
Mackenzie (1931) and Good Morning, Midnight (1939), these texts are not often thought of as
canonical in the way Rhys’s previously mentioned novels are.
9. Bonnie J. Barthold describes this form in much greater detail in Black Time: Fiction of
Africa, the Caribbean and the United States.
10. See Lowe’s Immigrant Acts and Slaughter’s Human Rights, Inc. for further
explication of this point.
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